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Translator’s Preface
The Bacchae is not an easy play to translate. (I promise I am not just saying that to make
my work as a translator seem more difficult and, therefore, more praiseworthy.) The trouble, as
far as I am concerned, stems not from the Greek itself, which is not particularly difficult. Like
most Greek tragedies it includes some exciting turns of phrase and the usual missing words or
lines that must be filled in with a careful combination of scholarship and guesswork. The trouble
stems, rather, from Euripides’ characters. This work focuses in particular on the character of
Dionysus, who is, appropriately enough, maddening to render into English. The central problem
that I have undertaken here is to preserve and highlight what I see as the paradox of Dionysus’
character. That is, in my view, they must be a brutal and capricious divinity whom no reasonable
person should want to emulate, and at the same time, the audience must love them and
desperately want to be just like them.
Perhaps not all readers and watchers of the Bacchae have experienced this paradox; this
is part of why I have attempted to bring it to the forefront of the audience’s mind in my
translation. Perhaps everyone but me has seen Dionysus for their worst qualities - their
indifference to mortal lives, the glee they take in others’ suffering, their disproportionate taste for
revenge - from the very first line of the play. Perhaps I am the only one, other than the character
of Pentheus, who has ever been swept off my feet by the “woman-shaped stranger” and their
quick wit and their perfumed hair. But I suspect I am not. For one thing, the play itself fixates on
the dangers and delights of the Dionysiac mysteries, emphasizing their popularity among Greek
and non-Greek people alike. According to Euripides, at least, plenty of people have been lured in
by Dionysus and by the promises their rituals offer: the intoxication, the release from inhibitions,
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the sex appeal. One of the many things Dionysus represents is alcohol itself,1 and even in the
modern day, who of legal age has not thoroughly enjoyed being drunk at the beginning of the
night only to regret ever touching a bottle by the end of it? But even if it were not for the real,
historical worshippers of Dionysus, I would still suspect that other people like me - other
genderqueer people - have fallen for the charms of the Bacchae’s central character. When I first
read the play at eighteen years old, they seemed to me like the distilled essence of my own
fantasies as a nonbinary person. Dionysus is attractive to men and women. Dionysus’ gender
presentation confuses and disturbs those who do not believe in them. Dionysus is quick-witted,
charming, and able to attract loyal followers effortlessly, even among those who previously
questioned their existence. And, as embarrassing as it is for me to reflect on the anger of my
teenage years, Dionysus shows no mercy in punishing those who disrespect them.
After spending several years, afraid and ashamed, in the closet - after participating in
introduction circles during which you are the only person to share your pronouns - after being
rejected by people who cannot see you as anything but a woman because you wore a skirt once after being pursued by people who think your short hair is ‘kind of sexy’ but wish you wouldn’t
dress so ‘masculine’ - after fielding endless probing questions about your clothing, genitals, and
mental health - and after all that, still being repeatedly misgendered to your face - wouldn’t you
want to be Dionysus, too?

1

Although their purview varies across eras and myths, in general, Dionysus’ two main domains are wine and
theater. The Bacchae itself calls Dionysus “a god poured out in libations to the gods,” implying that Dionysus is
somehow located in the wine. As far as theater goes, the Lenaia was one of Greece’s main theatrical festivals,
although it was smaller and more rural than the Athenian city Dionysia, also dedicated to Dionysus. In addition to
the presentation of plays, the Lenaia also focused on winemaking. Dionysus is frequently depicted on drinking
vessels, and Greek poleis presided over rituals for both men and women that involved pouring, serving, and drinking
wine in honor of Dionysus. For a more complete picture of Dionysus’ connections with drinking and theatricality,
see S. G. Cole (2008).
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My ultimate aim with this work is to give readers and watchers of binary genders the
same experience of Dionysus that I had by reading the play as a genderqueer person, thereby
translating both Euripides’ words and my own experience of them. This entails making certain
things which are either not present or not explicit in the original text explicit in my own
translation. For one thing, they/them pronouns are of course an anachronism with regard to the
Bacchae. Although Greek had three grammatical genders (masculine, feminine, and neuter) at
the time of Euripides’ writing, people were not referred to with the neuter, and Dionysus is
exclusively referred to with masculine pronouns and adjectives despite the repeated references to
their femininity. I have done my best to call attention to Pentheus’ repeated references to
Dionysus’ perfume and long hair (both of which were considered feminine by Classical Athenian
standards as well as our own), both to clarify my decision to use they/them pronouns for the god
and to spotlight Pentheus’ own mixed feelings towards them. Plenty of commentators before me
have considered the idea that Pentheus may be attracted to this effeminate stranger, and I believe
the idea has enough textual support to justify highlighting it in my own translation. Furthermore,
Euripides’ play is full of double entendres, many of them sexual. Dionysus is said to “enter
someone’s body” (ἐς τὸ σῶμ᾽ ἔλθῃ); the same word used to describe Dionysus spending time
with the young women, συγγίγνεται, can also mean “to have sex with.” I have maintained these
double entendres wherever possible, but an audience may also notice new double entendres or
speeches left intentionally ambiguous so that they may be interpreted both to be about the world
of the Bacchae and the world of today. This is not to say that my translation is inaccurate to the
original - quite the opposite. In fact, these ambiguities are a result of my attempt to preserve both
the sense and the structure of Euripides’ words as much as possible. Translation theory is a
complex beast; the ideas of “free” and “exact” translations are often unhelpful, and an attempt to
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preserve the feeling an original text evokes in a reader may be just as “faithful” as an attempt to
preserve the words. I have done my best to reconcile these complications by adhering to Burton
Raffel’s criteria for the translation of poetry2 and bowing both to the ancient Greek and modern
American poetic and theatrical traditions. In essence, I have attempted to translate Dionysus,
along with the play, into something understandable both to the Greeks and to us.
Once I first recognized them in Dionysus, I saw traces of the genderqueer experience in
every corner of the play. Kadmus and Teiresias, an ex-king and a blind prophet3 who more than
one production of the Bacchae has chosen to portray as an elderly gay couple, encourage the
citizens of Thebes to accept the god Dionysus. Kadmus, at least, does it less because he is a
believer and more because his familial relationship to the god will surely win him honor and
acceptance. When I read Kadmus’ speech about “believing a lie to honor our family,” I hear the
voice of every well-meaning gay friend who has publicly stuck up for the validity of my gender
in the face of homophobia and transphobia despite privately telling me they “still don’t get it.”
When Dionysus gleefully assures Pentheus, the nonbeliever, that although Thebes has not
accepted their rites, “foreigners everywhere else now dance for the god,” I remember living in
my small rural hometown, watching queer friends in Boston and New York and San Francisco
post photos of rainbow-colored crowds at Pride parades and wondering if I’d ever have such a
community. Even the god’s many names - Dionysus, Bromius, Bacchus, Iacchus - remind me, in
a rather silly way, of the year or two in my life when different friends variously called me Gus,
Newton, Noah, and Elliot as I tried out different names for myself. Although to read the
2

In short, a translator must be familiar with the poetic (or, in this case, dramatic) conventions of both their source
and target languages, and they must be a poet (and, in this case, a playwright) themself. See Raffel’s “The
Translation of Poetry” in Translation: Theory and Practice, ed. M. L. Larson (2008).
3
Although the Bacchae itself makes no reference to other myths about Teiresias, audiences would likely have been
familiar with Teiresias’ own background of crossing gendered lines. As the story, apparently originating with
Hesiod, goes, Teiresias hit a pair of snakes with his stick as they were mating and, as punishment from Hera, was
transformed into a woman for seven years. See Bibliotheke III.6.7, one of our earliest surviving records of this myth.
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Dionysus of the Bacchae as definitely and exclusively genderqueer would be anachronistic and
reductive to the many forms and meanings of the god, there is no denying the resonance their
character holds for people like me.
I was startled to discover that most scholars working today do not interpret the character
the same way I do. Many queer readings of the Bacchae actually focus on Pentheus.4 The scene
in which Dionysus takes over Pentheus’ mind and influences him to disguise himself as a woman
is the subject of much debate, as are Pentheus’ remarks about Dionysus’ physical attractiveness.
Is Pentheus gay? Transgender? Is his fear that the women of Thebes may be engaging in lesbian
sex straightforward homophobia or a blossoming queer identity hidden behind a veil of
paternalistic concern? In many of these analyses, Dionysus’ gender-bending presentation and
influence are acknowledged but not interrogated. I have yet to discover a translation of the play
that takes the simple step of referring to Dionysus with they/them pronouns; this surprised me
given not just the god’s androgyny but their multiplicity of names and forms. I have already
touched on their many names, and, in addition, Dionysus receives several epithets throughout the
play, including “the child of Zeus” and “the joyful god.” What’s more, Dionysus begins the play
having shapeshifted into an androgynous mortal, and throughout the play they present themself
as a human, a bull, a foreigner, a Greek, and a god, and other characters also discuss them as a
baby, a man, a woman, and even wine itself. Thus, even for those who might object to the use of
the singular ‘they,’ these pronouns seem particularly apt for the many-formed, many-named
Dionysus, and I have eagerly taken the unprecedented step of including them in my translation.

4

To name just a few: V. Wohl (2005) and C. M. Kalke (1985) on Pentheus’ transformation into a woman, C. H.
Schotten (2008) on the relationship between Pentheus’ potential queerness and his rejection of the feminine, and D.
Susanetti (2016) on the homoerotic undertones of Pentheus’ confrontations with Dionysus.
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The Bacchae, as I have said, is a difficult play to translate. It was particularly difficult for
me, not just because of the paradoxical, multi-layered nature of Dionysus’ character, but because
my own experiences kept bleeding into my interpretation of a character who is already more than
complicated enough. I was only able to create something I am proud of when I stopped trying not
to put too much of myself into Dionysus. I cannot speak for every genderqueer person
throughout history, but I can speak for myself and the way I see Dionysus: witty, charismatic,
hilarious, beautiful, selfish, domineering, and inhumanly cruel. When you read this translation, I
hope you experience them as I do. I hope you find yourself wondering why Thebes is so resistant
to the cult of Dionysus and wishing you could join their revels yourself. I hope you feel your
admiration for them slowly turn to horror as you watch them dole out punishment after
punishment. And, when the play has ended and you are horrified that you ever wanted to be like
Dionysus, I hope you come back and read it again and find yourself charmed once more by
Dionysus, even though you know exactly who they are. This, I believe, is the power of Greek
tragedy. These plays are based on old tales, passed down orally and later in writing, that every
audience member would have been familiar with. Every person who watched Euripides’
Bacchae in its first performance would have known exactly how it ended. I have read and
watched this play more times than I can count, and I know exactly how it ends. But I keep
coming back. I hope you will, too.
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Enter DIONYSUS, with the CHORUS behind.
DIONYSUS greets the audience.
DIONYSUS
I am Dionysus, child of Zeus’ lightning and Kadmus’ daughter. I was born here in Thebes, near
the two rivers - Dirce and Ismenus. I’m back.
I’ve swapped out my usual look to pass as a mortal. And look - there’s my mother’s
grave near the house, and what’s left of her home, still smoking. Hera keeps that lightning flame
alive, a permanent insult against my mother. I like what Kadmus has done with the place,
though. He dedicated his daughter’s gravesite - my mother’s gravesite - as a sacred place. The
green grapevines growing around it are all me, though.
I’ve come a long way to get here, to the first city in Greece - from golden Lydia and
Phrygia, from flat sun-baked Persia, walled Bactria, grim Media, all the way to blessed Arabia.
And Asia, stretched out by the salty sea, with its diverse people and its fine towers. All along the
way I’ve been dancing and sharing my rituals so that I can be seen for what I am: a god among
mortals. But here in Thebes I’ve roused them with my cries, with a fawnskin on my skin and an
ivy-crowned thyrsus in my hand. They deserve it - my aunts, my mother’s sisters, who should
have had her back, claimed that I’m not Zeus’ child, but that Semele slept with some mortal man
and blamed Zeus for her shame. That trick was Kadmus’ idea, they said, and Zeus killed her for
it, they said, for lying about her relationship, they said. So I stung them out of their minds and
their homes. They’re up on the mountain now, in a frenzy, wearing the clothes of my mysteries.
All the people of Thebes - well, the women, anyway - are out there with Kadmus’ daughters,
laying together5 under the pale green pines, sitting out on the open rocks. This city’s got to learn,
like it or not. They’re still ignorant of my rituals. Besides, I’m doing this for my mother, Semele,
as the god among mortals who she bore to Zeus.
In other news, Kadmus has given up his honor and leadership to his grandson Pentheus.
That kid is waging war against the gods, against me. He thrusts me from his offerings and never
remembers me in his prayers. I’ll show him. I’ll show all of Thebes that I am a god by birth. And
once I’ve set them straight,6 I’ll move along, revealing myself in other lands. But if Thebes tries
to send soldiers up the mountain to stop my rites, I’ll lead my maenads into battle. That’s why
I’ve changed my body for a more mortal presentation.
Now - my women, my army, you left Tmolus, you came with me as companions, and I
brought you from other places and cared for you. Lift up your Phrygian drums, Mother Rhea’s
invention and mine, and beat them all around Pentheus’ house, beat them so Thebes will take
notice. I’ll go to the glens of Mount Kithairon, where the Bacchae are, and join their song and
dance.

5

To resolve the issue of English not having a similarly punchy and only-slightly-euphemistic word for sex as Greek
does in ἀναμίσγω, I chose to use the slightly-more-euphemistic “laying together” and ask the actor playing Dionysus
to read the line in as explicitly sexual a way as possible.
6
This is a joke about the fact that this version of Dionysus is not straight.
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Exit DIONYSUS.
CHORUS comes forward.
CHORUS7
We’ve come from out of Asia and we’ve crossed Tmolus’ stream We rush to work for Bromius, who makes life mild and sweet We cry euoi! for Bacchus, and it’s easy work to do.
Who’s on the road? Who’s on the streets? Who’s lingering inside?
Start singing, if you’re listening! Fill up your mouth with God!
We sing for Dionysus in our customary way.
O, one who knows the rites of gods, enacts them in his life,
Initiates his spirit in the revel of the god,
And joins the hallowed Bacchae on the mountain when they dance,
And keeps the rites of Cybele the ancient mother pure,
And shakes a thyrsus in his hand and wears an ivy crown,
O, he who serves Lord Dionysus - he is blessed indeed.
Let’s go, let’s go, lead Bromius, god, child of a god,
Down from the hills of Phrygia into the streets of Greece.
The thunderclap of Zeus that killed the mother of the god The thunderclap that threw them from their mortal mother’s womb.
Their father Zeus received them, held them, cut open his thigh,
And sewed the baby into it, bound up with golden pins.
He hid the child from Hera until Fate allowed their birth.
Then bull-horned, snake-crowned Dionysus blazed into the world,
And maenads now wear crowns of prey to honor twice-born God.
O Thebes, that brought up Semele, wear ivy on your heads!
Abound with fruit-rich holly-oak, and shoots of silver fir,
And use those shoots to wreath yourselves in Bacchic madness - now Wrap wool around your fawnskin - purify your fennel wands.
When Bacchus leads the revelry, the earth can’t help but dance!
They lead us to the mountain where a crowd of women waits To the mountain - to the mountain - where a crowd of women waits.
They’re shocked by Dionysus from their weaving, from their looms.
7

In directing a staged reading of this translation, I chose to assign each chorus member a ‘personality’ based on
each ode in order to give the chorus a more modern and differentiated feel and give my actors something to work
with. The original ‘personalities’ were, in order, the Naïf, the Conformist, the Skeptic, the True Believer, and the
Fanatic, and, of course, the chorus leader. Unfortunately, over the course of the production, multiple actors dropped
out, leaving the production without a Skeptic or, crucially, a chorus leader. While I kept the ‘personalities’ of each
chorus member, I redistributed the chorus lines to divide them more equally among the members so every member
got a chance to lead the chorus. It was an imperfect solution, and I would enjoy seeing other productions take the
chorus in different directions.
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Along the sacred streams of Crete, deep somewhere in the caves,
The Korybants discovered drums, and played them with the pipes,
Originally Phrygian, but now we play them too,
To honor mother Rhea and to shout for Bromius.
And satyrs dance when maenads play, enacting Rhea’s rites,
And Dionysus loves it, so we do it every year.
The god upon the mountain revels sweetly in the hunt.
They run - they fall - they dress themself in skins from slaughtered deer They chase the blood of sacrificial goats between the trees The unadulterated joy of eating something raw.
We cry euoi! for Bacchus, they who lead our choral dance.
Like rising smoke, honey and milk and wine flow from the ground
When Dionysus raises up their thyrsus to the sky.
We sway and shout when burning pines rouse Bacchae to the dance.
They shake their head and toss their hair and sing a roaring song:
“On, Bacchae, Bacchae, Bacchae, come in rich gold luxury,
With song and dance and pipes and drums, come celebrate with me,
Cry out euoi! for Bromius! Make all your voices one!
Come join me on the mountain where the joy of madness waits!”
On the mountain - on the mountain - where the joy of madness waits!
Just like a filly grazing, then, we’ll go - we’ll prance - we’ll leap!
Enter TEIRESIAS with a cane. He is blind.
TEIRESIAS
Who is out there? Someone, call Kadmus, son of Agenor, who came from Sidon and fortified
Thebes. Call him out from his house, and tell him Teiresias is looking for him. He knows why I
am here. We agreed, two old men, to hold the thyrsus and wear the fawnskin and crown our
heads with ivy shoots.
Enter KADMUS.
KADMUS
I thought that was your voice, dearest. I heard you, the wisest of the wise, calling me out from
inside. I am here, wearing the god’s attire. Since Dionysus, who appeared to mortals as a god, is
my daughter’s child, we must glorify… them…
KADMUS is unsure if this is the correct way to refer to the god.
…as much as we can. Where to? Where should we dance and stomp our feet and toss our
grey heads? Lead me, Teiresias - though it will be age leading age, you are wise. And I will
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never, not day nor night, never, grow tired of shaking the earth with my thyrsus.8 I am happy to
forget my age.
TEIRESIAS
We will go through this together. I too feel young - I will try to join the chorus.
KADMUS
Let’s drive to the mountain, then.
TEIRESIAS
Driving would not honor the god.
KADMUS
Then I, an old man, will guide you, an old man.
TEIRESIAS
The god will get us there effortlessly.
KADMUS
Are we the only two worshippers from the city?
TEIRESIAS
Yes. We are the only ones in our right minds.
KADMUS
No more waiting. Here - take my hand.
TEIRESIAS
Here - take mine.
KADMUS
I am mortal. I do not scorn the gods.
TEIRESIAS
And mortals have never understood the gods. Even if our minds could discover the highest
truths, our traditions and our fathers’ traditions would persist. Logic cannot overthrow these.
8

I debated whether or not to eliminate the word ‘thyrsus’ from my translation and replace it in all cases with
‘wand,’ ‘fennel wand,’ ‘staff,’ etc. The actors had trouble pronouncing it, but I was attached to the term not only
because it seems like standard practice in most translations I’ve read but also because ‘fennel wand’ sounds much
less impressive and magical. In the end I decided to keep the singular ‘thyrsus’ but change the plural ‘thyrsoi,’
which was even more difficult for the actors to pronounce, to ‘fennel wands’ or other equivalent English terms.

13
Some people will say I have no respect for old age, since I am planning to dance with my head
wreathed in ivy. But the god recognizes no binary9 between young and old. They wish for
everyone to dance and honor them in common. They want to be praised and separate no one.
KADMUS
Teiresias, look - or since you cannot, I will be your interpreter. My grandson Pentheus, who I put
in charge of Thebes, is running toward the house. He seems agitated. What does he have to say?
Enter PENTHEUS.
PENTHEUS
I happened to be out of town when I heard about the strange new sickness taking over Thebes.
Apparently all our women have abandoned their homes to go sit in the forests of Mount
Kithairon, dancing for this so-called god Dionysus - whoever that is. Bowls full of wine are at
the center of their revelry, and they creep away from each other into the wilderness to pleasure
men. Their excuse is that they’re priestesses of frenzied Dionysus, but they’re really doing it for
Aphrodite. I’ve captured some of them, and my servants are keeping them locked up with their
hands tied. I’ll hunt the rest of them from the mountain, even Ino and my mother Agave and
Actaeon’s mother Autonoe. And once I’ve bound them in chains, I’ll end their sordid Bacchic
rites.
I’m told that a stranger has also come to town, a magician, an enchanter from Lydia, with
long, blond, perfumed curls, flushed cheeks, and Aphrodite’s graces in their eyes. They’re with
the ladies day and night, tempting them with these joyful rituals. If I catch that stranger here, I’ll
make them stop pounding their thyrsus and tossing their hair. I’ll cut their head off their body if I
have to! They claim that Dionysus is a god, that Dionysus was born from Zeus’ thigh, when
everyone knows Zeus’ scorching thunderbolt burned Dionysus along with their mother because
she was a liar. Doesn’t this stranger - whoever they are - deserve to be hanged for an insult like
that?
But what’s this? The prophet Teiresias wearing a fawnskin, and my grandfather carrying
a Bacchant’s staff - I have to laugh! I’m ashamed to see you’ve lost your mind in your old age,
Grandpa. Why don’t you take the ivy off and drop the thyrsus? Did you put him up to this,
Teiresias? Are you hoping people will hire you for auguries and sacrifices if you bring them a
brand-new god? If it weren’t for your old age, you’d be chained up with the Bacchae for
introducing these rituals. I tell you, whenever women start drinking wine with their meals,
nothing they do is pure anymore.
CHORUS
So irreverent. Stranger, don’t you have any respect for the gods, and for Kadmus who sowed the
crop of the Thebans? For a child of Echion, you’re a disgrace to your family.
9

An intentional reference to the idea of a person, or a god in this case, having a non-binary gender.
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DIONYSUS reappears, unseen. They touch TEIRESIAS.10
TEIRESIAS
I can take this one - it is easy to speak wisely when I have reason to do so. You talk like you
know what you’re talking about, but you do not. Even a bold, powerful speaker is a bad citizen
without good judgment. And I cannot begin to describe how renowned this new god you’re
talking about will be throughout Greece. Because, child, there are two things that matter most
among mortals. The goddess Demeter, or Earth - call her whichever name you want. She
nourishes mortals with food. And Semele’s child discovered wine, an equal to food, and brought
it to mortals. And whenever mortals drink it, it pauses their pain, it gives them sleep, and it lets
them forget the day’s hardships - and there is no other cure for hardships. They are the god
poured in libations for the gods, and through them mortals experience joy.
And you mock them for being born from Zeus’ thigh. Well, I will teach you. When Zeus
snatched his unborn child away from the thunderbolt’s fire, he brought them up to Olympus, but
Hera plotted to throw them back down. Zeus, as a god should, had a plan. He tore open the air
and shaped a bit of the sky to look like them, and he gave it to Hera to keep her anger away from
the real Dionysus. Mortals changed the story over time and said Dionysus grew in Zeus’ thigh,
when really Zeus gave Hera a decoy made of sky.
This god is a prophet; Bacchic revelry and mania are full of prophecy. Anytime the god
enters someone’s body deeply, they go mad and tell the future. There is also a bit of Ares in
them. Sometimes, fear descends among the ranks and scatters an army before the soldiers ever
touch a spear. That is the madness of Dionysus. You can see them on the rocks of Delphi, too,
leaping between the pines of the valley, twirling and rattling their staff.
They are great throughout Greece. So trust me, Pentheus: do not brag of your power
among mortals. Even if you believe you can, do not trust your mind, because your judgment is
failing. Accept the god. Pour libations and dance and wreath your head. Sure, Dionysus may not
force women to be chaste, but if they’re modest by nature, that will never change - so keep that
in mind. Even Bacchic frenzy cannot tarnish a modest woman. So do you see? You love it when
crowds stand at your gates and honor your name in the city. I think Dionysus, too, wants to be
respected.
KADMUS touches TEIRESIAS.
TEIRESIAS (cont.)

10

I chose to use touch in my translation to indicate the influence of Dionysus over the other characters onstage,
including pairing touch with the “ah” at line 810. Since I didn’t want that to be the very first time Dionysus touches
a character, I tried to locate other portions of the narrative where someone appears to be under the influence,
including this lengthy profession of belief from Teiresias.

15
Laugh all you want. Kadmus and I will wear the ivy and dance in the chorus - a couple of grey
old men, but still dancing. You will not persuade me to wage war against a god. Your mind is
terribly sick, and even medicine won’t cure you.
CHORUS
You speak well, old man, and you are wise to honor the great god Dionysus.
KADMUS
Teiresias is giving you good advice, kid. You should stay with us. Do not run from what’s
proper. You’re worked up right now and not thinking as you normally do. Even if Dionysus
happens, as you say, not to be a god, identify them as a god anyway. Lie. It would reflect well on
Semele if she was a god’s mother, and an honor for Semele would be an honor for our whole
family. You saw what happened to Actaeon - torn apart in the meadows by the hunting dogs he
raised from pups, because he bragged about being a better hunter than Artemis. Crown your head
with ivy so you don’t suffer his fate here. Come honor the god with us.
KADMUS reaches for PENTHEUS.
PENTHEUS
Don’t touch me! Go rave with Bacchus if you must, but don’t wipe your stupidity off on me. I’ll
bring the one who taught you this madness to justice. Someone - go - now - to the seat where
Teiresias tells the future, and pry it up with crowbars! Turn it upside down! Turn everything
upside down! Let his garlands blow away in the wind. That will show him. And someone else hunt down that woman-shaped stranger throughout the city. They’re sickening the women and
their beds. If you catch them, tie them up and bring them here and I will punish them - death by
stoning. They’ll see a bitter Bacchanal in Thebes, after all.
TEIRESIAS
You cruel child. You have no idea what you’re saying. You have gone out of your mind. You’re
mad already. Let’s go, Kadmus. Let us pray to the young god on behalf of the city, and on behalf
of Pentheus, crazy as he is, and ask them not to harm us. Take your thyrsus and follow me. We
will do our best to hold each other up - it is embarrassing for two old men to fall. Come on. We
must serve Bacchus, Zeus’ child. Take care that Pentheus does not invite pain to your doorstep,
Kadmus. That is not a prophecy - just a fact. He is a fool. He speaks foolishly.
Exit KADMUS and TEIRESIAS.
CHORUS comes forward.
CHORUS
O, holy queen of all the gods who flies on golden wings,
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Do you hear what this boy has said, this fool, this Pentheus?
Do you hear him level insults at the first of merry gods?
Against the mother of the god, against great Bromius?
It falls to them to lead the dance and soothe anxiety,
And laugh when flutes are played at feasts and grow the joy of grapes,
Wrapped first in ivy, then in wine, and finally in sleep.
Misfortune is the end of foolish, reckless, unchecked talk,
But peaceful lives and steady minds will keep foundations sure.
For although we cannot see them, the Olympian gods see us:
They see the wise, they see the fools, they see the thoughtless ones.
Our time is short. Our lives are small. It’s foolish to be great.
As far as I’m concerned, it’s better to embrace the now…11
Now, now, I wish that we were far from Thebes,
In Cyprus, Aphrodite’s motherland,
Where mortal hearts are charmed by living Love.
I wish we were in Paphos, far from Thebes,
Where one great river does the work of rain.
I wish that we were in Pieria,
Where Muses, beautiful and wise, reside.
I wish that Bromius would lead us there.
Grace and Desire live in Pieria.
I wish that Bromius would lead us where
The law permits our worship of the god…
The god, the child of Zeus, delights in plenty, rich and full,
The god, the child of Zeus, loves Peace, the child-rearing god.
The god, the child of Zeus, gives every mortal equal joy
By pouring out the soothing wine to everyone in turn.
The wealthy and unfortunate are treated just the same,
As long as they, like everyone, are mindful of these things:
To live a happy life by daylight and at night alike,
And keep the wisdom of the crowd away from curious fools.
I choose the wisdom of the crowd. I do what others do.
Enter SERVANT.
SERVANT
11

The change in meter here, from ballad meter to iambic pentameter, represents the chorus’ doubts or mixed
feelings about their membership in the cult of Dionysus. The shorter lines and stilted, formal associations of iambic
pentameter contrast with the flow and conversational nature of ballad meter, also called common meter. I did my
best to ease the transition with repeated words on either end, and my chorus did a fantastic job switching between
the two.
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Pentheus, sir, we’re back, and our search was successful. We’ve captured the one you sent us to
find. Your prey was gentle and didn’t try to sneak away. They gave us their hands of their own
free will, unafraid, with ruddy cheeks, and they let us take them away in chains, laughing all the
while. They stood still while I bound them, making it easy work for me. I was ashamed. I said,
“Stranger, this wasn’t my decision. Pentheus ordered it. He sent me.” And about those Bacchae
you caught, chained, and put in prison… they’re gone. Someone freed them, and they danced
back to the meadows, praising the god Bromius as they went. Their chains fell to the ground
untouched, and the prison doors unlocked themselves. This stranger who has come to Thebes is
full of mysteries. But what you do with them is up to you.
PENTHEUS
Untie their hands. They’re in my net now, and even they aren’t quick enough to get out. Well,
stranger, you aren’t bad-looking, at least as far as women go - which must be why you’re in
Thebes. Your hair falls over your cheeks - so you must not wrestle. No tan, either. Your pale face
is full of desire. I’m sure you spend the night pursuing Aphrodite with your beauty. Now, tell me
where you’re from.
DIONYSUS
Easy. It’s nothing to brag about - I’m sure you’ve heard of blooming Tmolus.
PENTHEUS
I know of it. It circles the city of Sardis.
DIONYSUS
That’s where I’m from. I call Lydia home.
PENTHEUS
Why are you bringing your rituals into Greece, then?

DIONYSUS
I was sent here by Dionysus, Zeus’ child.
PENTHEUS
Which Zeus? Some new god who fathers new gods?
DIONYSUS
No, the same Zeus who slept with Semele.
PENTHEUS
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How did you get these rituals? Forcibly, at night, or did you see the god’s face?
DIONYSUS
They gave me their rites face to face.
PENTHEUS
Well, what shape do these rites take?
DIONYSUS
I could never tell someone who hasn’t been initiated.
PENTHEUS
Do they benefit those who sacrifice to Dionysus?
DIONYSUS
I told you, I can’t tell you - but they are worth knowing.
PENTHEUS
You’re trying to trick me into being curious.
DIONYSUS
On the contrary. Dionysus hates an unbeliever’s curiosity.
PENTHEUS
You claim you saw the god’s face. What did they look like?

DIONYSUS
Whatever they wanted.

12

PENTHEUS
You’re avoiding the question. You’re not making any sense.
DIONYSUS
Speak sense to a fool and he’ll call it nonsense.

12

This is perhaps not relevant to the project, but I think it’s worth noting that I like this line so much I got it tattooed
on my body. Proof that these tragedies haven’t lost their power to profoundly affect us in the past two millennia.

19
PENTHEUS
Is this the first place you came to preach?
DIONYSUS
People everywhere else are already dancing for Dionysus.
PENTHEUS
Well, they aren’t as smart as Greeks.
DIONYSUS
No, they’re smarter. And their laws are different.
PENTHEUS
So are these daytime or nighttime rituals?
DIONYSUS
Mostly nighttime. Darkness is dignified.
PENTHEUS
Dangerous for women, you mean.
DIONYSUS
There’s danger in daylight, too.
PENTHEUS
You should be brought to justice for your immoral influence.

DIONYSUS
You should too, for your foolish insults against the god.
PENTHEUS
You’re a bold Bacchant, and you wrestle well with words.
DIONYSUS
So tell me. What’s my punishment? What terrible things are you going to do to me?
PENTHEUS
I’ll cut off your long curls.
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DIONYSUS
My hair is sacred. I grow it for the god.
PENTHEUS
Well - hand over your thyrsus, then.

13

DIONYSUS
Take it. I’m carrying it for Dionysus.
PENTHEUS
And I’ll put you in prison.
DIONYSUS
Dionysus themself will set me free whenever I want.
PENTHEUS
Sure, whenever you call them back from their place in the dance, right?
DIONYSUS
Actually, they’re here right now. They see how much I suffer.
PENTHEUS
Here? Where? I don’t see them.
DIONYSUS
Next to me. Your irreverence has blinded you.
PENTHEUS
Somebody seize them! They are disrespecting me! And Thebes.
DIONYSUS
Listen to me. Don’t touch me. I’m thinking clearly. You’re not.
PENTHEUS
Which of us is in charge here? Bind them!
DIONYSUS
13

The Greek text is ambiguous as to whether Pentheus cuts Dionysus’ hair and takes the thyrsus or only takes the
thyrsus instead of cutting Dionysus’ hair. Since wigs tend to look cheap and comical to many modern audiences and
I didn’t want to craft a translation that required an actor to commit to getting a haircut onstage, I opted to imply,
though not outright state, that Dionysus keeps their curls.
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You don’t know anything. Not why you’re alive, not what you’re doing, not even who you are.
PENTHEUS
The son of Agave and Echion! I am Pentheus!
DIONYSUS
Have you ever noticed how much your name sounds like ‘pain?’14
PENTHEUS
Go! Lock them in the stables. Dance in the dark with the horses. As for the followers you led
astray, I’ll sell them off or keep their hands busy at my looms. That will shut them up.
DIONYSUS
I’ll happily go. I’ll only suffer what is necessary. Because Dionysus, who you still claim doesn’t
exist, will make you pay the price for your insults. It’s them you hurt when you take me away in
chains.
All exit.
CHORUS comes forward.
CHORUS
Achelous’ daughter Dirce, river, maiden, queen,
Within your running waters you received the twice-born god,
When Zeus their father saved them from the burning lightning blast
And sewed them in his thigh and said, “In here you will be safe.
And when you’ve grown and when you’ve been born from this makeshift womb,
I see your name in lights in Thebes, my child, Bromius.”
The earthborn Echion’s lineage is full of wild rage.
And Pentheus, born of dragon’s teeth, will soon bind us in chains
Because we follow Bromius - he stands against the gods.
Already he has captured one of us inside the house…
Inside the house, does Dionysus see?
Do you see what your prophets suffer through?
Descend from gold Olympus with your staff
And end the insults of this brutal boy.
Where in the world will you lead us next?
To Nysa or the peaks of Coryca?
14

As I’m sure many translators before me have noted, it’s very fortunate that there’s an English word for suffering
that also sounds like Pentheus’ name, or else this very impactful line - made more impactful by the gleeful demeanor
of the actor playing Dionysus - would be much, much harder to render well.
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Where do you, Bacchus, bring your revelers?
But soon you will be back on Olympus,
Within its tree-lined dens among the beasts,
Where Orpheus and Muses once combined
To play the harp and gather up the blessed…
The blessed in blessed Pieria, great Bacchus honors you,
And they’ll come back to dance among us in the Bacchic rites,
And cross swift-flowing Axias to reach you with their dance,
From all the way in Lydia where mortals live in bliss,
Where they enjoy clear waters and their horses all grow strong.
Enter DIONYSUS, behind.15
DIONYSUS
Hear me, hear my voice, o Bacchae, o Bacchae!
CHORUS
Ah! Who are you? Who? Where? Is this loud clear voice that summons me Dionysus’?
DIONYSUS
I’ll tell you again. I am the child of Zeus and Semele.
CHORUS
O, o, lord Bromius! Join our revel now, Bromius! Shake the flat ground with an earthquake! Ah,
yes, soon Pentheus’ roof will collapse into pieces. See - Dionysus is on the roof now. Adore
them! Oh, we adore them! See the stone pillars crumbling. Bromius calls to us from inside the
house.
DIONYSUS
Let the flashing lightning meet the torch and burn, burn the house of Pentheus!
CHORUS
Ah! Ah! Look - don’t you see that fire? Don’t you see the flame that Zeus’ heavenly lightning
left behind wreathing Semele’s sacred tomb? Throw yourselves to the ground, prostrate
yourselves, maenads. Lord Dionysus, child of Zeus, has come to destroy this house.
DIONYSUS comes forward.
15

Our production took place on a set of risers rather than a traditional stage. We represented Dionysus appearing in
full godhood by having the actor climb the back of the risers and appear atop them, which I think is about as close to
an appearance atop the σκηνή as one can get in a college production on a limited budget.
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DIONYSUS
Ladies, why are you on the ground? Are you afraid? Did it frighten you to see Dionysus destroy
Pentheus’ house? It’s okay - get up. Be brave. Take a deep breath and stop shaking.
CHORUS
It’s you, the light of our joyful revelry! We’re so glad to see you out here.
DIONYSUS
Were you afraid I wouldn’t make it back from Pentheus’ prison?
CHORUS
Why wouldn’t we be? Who would protect us if something happened to you? But - wait - how did
you escape that disrespectful boy?
DIONYSUS
I took care of it myself. It was no big deal.
CHORUS
But weren’t you handcuffed and tied up?

DIONYSUS
Ha! I made him look like an idiot. He thought he was tying me up, but he never laid a finger on
me. His hope filled him up. He found a bull by the stables, which he led away to the prison as if
it was me, and he tied its legs and hooves together. He was panting, his body was slick with
sweat, his lip was caught between his teeth. I saw the whole thing.
That’s when Bacchus came and shook the house and lit a fire on their mother’s gravesite.
Pentheus saw that and thought the whole house was burning down, so he ran around like a
chicken with its head cut off, yelling at the servants to bring water. He put the whole house to
work for nothing.
Then he realized I’d gotten away and grabbed a sword and ran into the dark house. Then I think it must have been Bromius - made some kind of apparition in the courtyard. Pentheus
thrust his sword through it, roused by the mirage, like he thought he was killing me. But Bacchus
still wasn’t done. They toppled his house to the ground. He watched all the bitter chains that held
me shatter into pieces. Pentheus was so exhausted that he dropped his sword. He’s just a boy,
and yet he dared to fight a war against a god.
So I let myself out and left Pentheus alone. And now I’m here with you! And I think I
hear footsteps inside the house now. He’ll come out soon. What do you think he’ll say? Even if
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he boasts or lies, I’ll take care of him. After all, it’s much better to face these kinds of things with
a sense of poise and rationality.
Enter PENTHEUS, disheveled.
PENTHEUS
I’ve been through so much. That stranger who I just caught managed to escape me - ah! - this is
them! What the-? How did you get out of the house?
DIONYSUS
Stop right there. Quiet your feet and your anger.16
PENTHEUS
How did you get out here? You were chained up!
DIONYSUS
Didn’t you hear me tell you that someone would let me go?
PENTHEUS
Who? You’re always changing your story.
DIONYSUS
The god who grows grapes for mortals. You’ve insulted none other than great Dionysus.
PENTHEUS
(to a servant)
You! I order you to lock down the gates all around the city.
DIONYSUS
Why? You think a god can’t get past a wall?
PENTHEUS
Clever, always so clever, and never when you should be.
Enter MESSENGER.
DIONYSUS

16

A truly fabulous zeugma.
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I’m especially clever when I especially should be. But hold on. Listen and learn - that man has
come from the mountain with a message for you. We’ll stay right here, I promise. We won’t try
to escape.
MESSENGER
King Pentheus, I have come from Mount Kithairon, where the pure white snow falls without
meltingPENTHEUS
Oh, just spit it out.
MESSENGER
I saw the Bacchae, the women whose madness stung them out of Thebes. I came to let you and
the whole city know, sir, that they’re doing terrifying things, miracles beyond miracles. But may
I speak freely? You are thought to have a quick mind, sir, but a quick temper, too.
PENTHEUS
(pointedly directed at Dionysus)
Speak freely. It wouldn’t be right to be angry at you. Instead, the more terrible things you say
about the Bacchae, the more punishment I’ll pile on the person that taught the women these
ways.

MESSENGER
Our herds of grazing bulls were just climbing the ridge at sunrise, when the rays were beginning
to warm the earth. I saw three choruses of women in the dance. The first was led by Autonoe, the
second by your mother Agave, and the third by Ino. They were all asleep, relaxed, and some
were resting against the trunks of the fir trees, and others laid their heads on the scattered leaves.
You say they’re drunk, but they weren’t, not on wine or music or sex in the bare forest. Then
your mother heard the bellowing of our cows, and she stood up in the middle of the Bacchae and
cried out to wake them up. They wiped the deep sleep off of their eyes and stood up and
stretched, well-ordered and modest, young and old, wives and unmarried women alike. They let
their hair fall loose over their shoulders and adjusted and re-tied their fawnskins. Snakes licked
their cheeks. Those who had left babies behind at home cradled wild fawns or wolf cubs in their
arms and suckled them. They wore crowns of ivy and oak leaves and flowers. One of the women
struck the rock with her thyrsus and out jumped a stream of clear water. Another struck the
ground and the god sent out a fountain of wine. And everyone who wanted milk dug into the
earth with their fingertips and drank from the streams of milk. And sweet honey dripped from the
tips of their fennel wands. If you had seen it, you would have prayed to the god you now deny.
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We shepherds approached together, arguing with each other about what we should do
about these terrible, awesome wonders they were performing. One of us, a wanderer from
outside the city and a practiced speaker, said to us all, “Listen, you shepherds who live on the
holy plains at the base of the mountain, how about we capture Pentheus’ mother Agave from the
Bacchic dance? The king would appreciate the favor.”
That made sense to us, so we hid ourselves among the bushes in ambush. And soon they
all began to wave their wands in the Bacchic dance, the whole crowd calling out to Bacchus Bromius - the child of Zeus. The mountain and all its creatures danced with them and everything
shook. Agave happened to be leaping by me, so I jumped out to snatch her, leaving my hiding
place empty.
And she yelled, “My running hounds, these men are hunting us! Follow me! Arm
yourselves with your fennel wands!”17 We fled and managed to escape from the bloodlust of the
Bacchae, and they fell upon a young bull instead, ripping it apart with their bare hands. We saw
one of them tear into a bellowing heifer and hold its swollen udders in her palms, and another
tore apart the calves to eat them raw. We saw ribs and hooves thrown around. Some of them got
stuck in the trees and dripped foul blood. Bulls, strong and angry and horned, fell to the ground,
pulled down by countless women’s hands. As quick as you could blink your royal eyes, they
ripped the flesh open. And like a flock of birds they flew down the mountain, across the plains of
the river Asopus, which grows fruitful harvests. And like soldiers they fell upon Hysia and
Erythra, which are settled at the foot of Mount Kithairon, and turned the villages upside down.
They snatched children out of their houses, and whatever they piled on their shoulders - copper,
iron, anything - was not held on by restraints, and yet none of it fell. They carried fire on their
hair and it didn’t burn them. And some of the angry townspeople armed themselves against the
Bacchae. It was a terrible sight to see, sir. Their arrows drew no blood, but the women threw
their fennel wands at the men and wounded them as they fled. It must have been the work of
some god.
And then they went back to the mountain and the fountains the god created for them.
They washed off the blood, and snakes licked the last drops of it from their cheeks. Whoever this
god is, sir, welcome them into the city. They are great in ways even beyond this. I have heard it
said that they gave mortals pain-numbing wine. And without wine there would be no Aphrodite there would be no anything pleasant for mankind.
CHORUS
I’m afraid to say these words to the king’s face, but still, I say: Dionysus is the equal of any god.
Forever.
PENTHEUS
17

To break up the messenger speeches and make them slightly less monotonous for a modern audience used to the
gory action happening onstage - not that the actor playing the messenger, who was very skilled, needed any help - I
chose to have the dialogue within the speeches delivered by the relevant actors from backstage to enhance the
audience’s sense of immersion.
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These insults of the Bacchae are burning already, a scar across Greece. But I am not afraid. Go march to the Electran gates and gather all the shield-bearers and horsemen and soldiers and
archers. Together we will march against the Bacchae. After suffering what we’ve suffered at
women’s hands, there’s no such thing as overkill.
DIONYSUS
You can hear me, but you aren’t listening, Pentheus. Even after all I’ve suffered at your hands, I
still wouldn’t tell you to arm yourself against a god. Just calm down. Bromius will never allow
you to force the Bacchae from the mountain.
PENTHEUS
Don’t push your luck by preaching to me. Be thankful you got away once - I won’t hesitate to
lock you up again.
DIONYSUS
If I were you, I wouldn’t be throwing a tantrum, a boy against a god. I’d offer sacrifices to them.
PENTHEUS
Oh, I’ll offer sacrifices. The deaths of these women should do nicely.

DIONYSUS
You and your soldiers will all flee in shame. Your brass shields will be no match for the
Bacchae.
PENTHEUS
This insufferable stranger sticks to me. They won’t shut up no matter what they suffer.
DIONYSUS
There’s still a way out of all this, King Pentheus.
PENTHEUS
A way that doesn’t end in you being sold as a slave?
DIONYSUS
I can bring the Bacchae here without weapons.
PENTHEUS
No, no, this is another scheme you’re inventing.
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DIONYSUS
A scheme to save you - so not much of a scheme.
PENTHEUS
You and the women came up with this together, so your dance would never stop.
DIONYSUS
Maybe so. The god helped me come up with it.
PENTHEUS
Someone bring me my shield! And you - stop talking.
DIONYSUS
Ah.
DIONYSUS touches PENTHEUS.
DIONYSUS (cont.)
Do you want to see them up on the mountain?
PENTHEUS18
Yes. I’d give anything to see them.
DIONYSUS
Oh? Why do you want it so badly?
PENTHEUS
Well - it would sting to see them drunk.
DIONYSUS
But you still want to see them? Even if it hurts?
PENTHEUS
Of course. I’d watch quietly underneath the fir trees.
DIONYSUS
18

Describing the sensation of being drunk to the actor playing Pentheus, who had never had a drop of alcohol, was a
fun directorial challenge, and it led to some fruitful discussions about what being under Dionysus’ influence would
actually feel like. We didn’t come to any definite conclusions other than suspecting that one would probably feel
drunk, but I would encourage other productions of this translation to have those same discussions and see what
comes up.
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But if you try to go in secret they’ll hunt you down.
PENTHEUS
Good point. I’ll go openly, then.
DIONYSUS
Will you make the trip if I lead you there?
PENTHEUS
Yes, of course - quickly. There’s no time to waste.
DIONYSUS
In that case, I’ll put you in a fawnskin dress.
PENTHEUS
What? Why? Are you trying to make me like you?

DIONYSUS
It’s for your own safety. They kill any man they see there.
PENTHEUS
Oh. That makes sense. You were trying to help me all along.
DIONYSUS
This was all Dionysus’ idea.
PENTHEUS
So how should we do this?
DIONYSUS
Come inside with me and I’ll dress you.
PENTHEUS
In a woman’s clothes? But - no, I can’t.
DIONYSUS
I guess you’ve changed your mind about seeing the maenads.
PENTHEUS
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What did you say I’ll be wearing?
DIONYSUS
Long hair, for starters.

19

PENTHEUS
What else?
DIONYSUS
A long dress and a headband.
PENTHEUS
And?
DIONYSUS
A fawnskin on your shoulders and a thyrsus in your hand.
PENTHEUS
I can’t handle leaving the house looking like that.
DIONYSUS
But you’ll bleed in battle against the Bacchae.
PENTHEUS
Sure - I should spy on them first.
DIONYSUS
That’s smarter than chasing trouble with trouble, anyway.
PENTHEUS
How can I come out without anyone seeing me?
DIONYSUS
I’ll lead you down an empty street.
PENTHEUS
That way the Bacchae won’t mock me.
19

In the Greek text this response makes slightly less sense, as Pentheus explicitly asks what clothes he’ll be
wearing. Hair in general holds outsized importance in this play, being mentioned fifteen times in the under-1400line run of the play. Since this translation has issues other than hair as its focus, however, I chose to smooth this
response a little bit by eliminating Pentheus’ specific mention of clothing.
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DIONYSUS
Seems like we agree. Come inside with me.
PENTHEUS
I will. Because I’m ready. If I can’t go with weapons, I’ll go with you.
DIONYSUS gives PENTHEUS a gentle push.
Exit PENTHEUS.
DIONYSUS
The boy is caught in our net, my maenads. He’s dying to see the Bacchae. And he will.
Dionysus, you are nearby, and it’s up to you to make these things happen. Send him out of his
mind and into a dizzy rage. He would never agree to women’s clothes if he were thinking, but
without his mind, he’ll put them on. He’ll be a laughingstock in Thebes, looking, for all his
terrible boasting before, just like a maenad. I’m going in now, to dress Pentheus in the last outfit
he’ll ever wear, to be slaughtered by his own mother’s hands. He’ll learn. He’ll know Dionysus,
the child of Zeus, born a god. The god who scares and soothes humankind the most, no less.
Exit DIONYSUS.
CHORUS
I’ll dance wherever I can find a place to put my feet,
And throw my throat back toward the sky in frenzy until dawn,
And live my life as deer do in the meadow, lush and green,
When they’ve trampled on the hunters’ nets and fled the hunters’ dogs,
And as swiftly as a storm they’re racing at the riverbank,
Between the trees and thickets of the shaded foliage,
Rejoicing in the wilderness away from humankind.
What else is wisdom if not power over enemies?
An honor given by the gods - what’s right is always loved.
The strength of gods is trustworthy, though tricky to contain.
If mortals fail to praise the gods, if mortals act like fools,
The strength of gods is trustworthy and sure to punish them.
They shrewdly hide the reach of time from those who don’t believe,
And hunt down the impious who refuse to know what’s right.
It costs us nothing to believe that godly things have might,
And all the universal laws are much older than us.
What else is wisdom if not power over enemies?
An honor given by the gods - what’s right is always loved.
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A sailor reaching harbor’s happy when he’s fled a storm.
A person living well is happy when they’ve overcome.
Some people may be richer or more talented than some,
But there is countless hope for countless people in this world.
Some hope will end in tragedy and some will turn out well,
But anyone whose daily life is happy, I call blessed.
Enter DIONYSUS.
DIONYSUS
Pentheus! If you’re still so excited to see what you shouldn’t and chase what’s better left alone,
come out. Come out of the house, let me see you, dressed as a mad Bacchic spy.
Enter PENTHEUS, in the same costume as the CHORUS.20
DIONYSUS (cont.)
Well, you look just like one of Kadmus’ daughters!
PENTHEUS
I… I think I see two suns, and two Thebes, and fourteen Theban gates. And you - you look like a
bull, leading me on, with horns growing out of your head. Were you always an animal? Why
didn’t I see you this way before?
DIONYSUS
The god has reached a truce with us, and you see clearly now.
PENTHEUS
How do I look? Do I stand like Ino, or move like my mother Agave?
DIONYSUS
I look at you and seem to see them. But a lock of your hair has fallen loose from where I tucked
it under your headband.
PENTHEUS
It must have come loose while I was tossing my head and dancing for Dionysus.
DIONYSUS
20

“Costume,” in our production, was a term used loosely, as I chose to dress the actors in clothes from their own
wardrobes to ensure everyone’s comfort. Pentheus’ maenad disguise was, however, in the same color scheme as the
chorus’ outfits - brown, green, dark blue, black - rather than the bright reds and golds, meant to indicate royalty and
youth, of his previous costume.
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Here, straighten your head and let me take care of you. I’ll rearrange it.
PENTHEUS
Go ahead. I’m in your hands.
DIONYSUS
Your belt is loose, too. Your dress isn’t hanging properly.
PENTHEUS
Right, it’s straight on the left side, but not on the right.

DIONYSUS
(fixing PENTHEUS’ dress)
You’ll think of me as your best friend when I show you the Bacchae are sound of mind.
PENTHEUS
To pass as a maenad, should I hold my thyrsus in my right hand or my left?
DIONYSUS
Your right. And raise it as you raise your right foot. I’m so happy you changed your mind.
PENTHEUS
Do you think I could lift up Mount Kithairon, Bacchae and all, on my shoulders?
DIONYSUS
You could do anything you want now that you’re in your right mind.
PENTHEUS
Should I use a crowbar or pry it up with my bare hands?
DIONYSUS
You shouldn’t destroy it at all - Kithairon is the home of the nymphs and pipe-playing Pan.
PENTHEUS
Right, yes, you’re right. Women can be conquered with stealth, not strength. I’ll hide among the
firs.
DIONYSUS
Just as you should, if you’re going to spy on the Bacchae.
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PENTHEUS
I bet they’re hidden like birds in the bushes, caught by lust.
DIONYSUS
You’re here to guard against that happening. Maybe you’ll catch them, if they don’t catch you
first.

PENTHEUS
Take me through the middle of Thebes. I’m the only man21 brave enough to go.
DIONYSUS
So only you, you alone, will suffer for your city. The work you must do is waiting for you.
Follow me, and I will guide you there. Someone else will bring you back…
PENTHEUS
My mother.
DIONYSUS
...and everyone will see you…
PENTHEUS
That’s why I’m going.
DIONYSUS
...as you come back carried…
PENTHEUS

21

This line is a perfect example of my actors making me think about my translation in ways I never would have on
my own. The actors playing Dionysus and Pentheus put a lot of work into developing the two characters’
relationship and highlighting the similarity between their life philosophies (as both characters state explicitly at
different points during the play, if they feel they’ve been wronged, no amount of retribution is too much). They
asked me why the two seemed to be getting along so well here and why, if that were the case, Dionysus still chose to
kill Pentheus. I told them I didn’t have a good answer. They settled on this line, specifically Pentheus’ choice to
refer to himself as a man, as evidence that despite Dionysus’ influence Pentheus is still truly incapable of seeing the
world as the genderqueer, binary-breaking Dionysus wishes, and thus Dionysus kills him. I’m fascinated by the idea
that Pentheus is not completely under Dionysus’ control here and by the idea that the two characters could have, in
another version of the story, found a common understanding. I would love to see what other productions do with this
line.
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That sounds wonderful.
DIONYSUS
...in your mother’s arms.
PENTHEUS
Oh, you’ll spoil me!
DIONYSUS
Yes, I will.
PENTHEUS
Well, I deserve it.
DIONYSUS
Yes, you’ll get exactly what you deserve, and your fame will reach the gods themselves. Stretch
out your hands, Agave, Ino, Autonoe, and all the maenads. I’m bringing this boy to be tested, but
the victory will be mine - and Bromius’, of course. The rest will show itself.
Exit DIONYSUS, leading PENTHEUS.
CHORUS
Go, hounds of madness, go to Mount Kithairon, quickly, go,
Where Kadmus’ daughters hold their court, go, drive them all to rage,
Against the maddened Pentheus, who, dressed in women’s clothes,
Spies on the maenads. Go to Mount Kithairon, quickly, go!
His mother sees him first as she keeps watch from some high place.
She calls out to the maenads, “Who dares hunt my family here?”
“Who came here to the mountain - to the mountain - who is he?
Or what is he, I’ll rather say - his parents must be beasts.
His mother must be some Gorgon, or some wild lioness.”22
Let Justice go for all to see with both hands on her sword Let Justice slit the throat of godless, lawless Pentheus Let Justice slay the unjust son of earth-born Echion.
He has unjust intentions toward your Bacchic rituals,
And toward your family’s rituals - there’s madness in his heart.
He comes intending to repress the irrepressible.
A mortal cannot compromise their judgment or wisdom,
Not in the face of deathless gods, not in a painless life.
22

Another instance of an actor quoted in another speech saying their lines backstage - Agave again, in this case.
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I hold nothing against what’s wise. I love what’s right and clear:
I love to hunt, I love to live a pure and noble life,
I love to keep, both day and night, my honor towards the gods.
Outside of these, outside the laws, I won’t participate.
Let Justice go for all to see with both hands on her sword Let Justice slit the throat of godless, lawless Pentheus Let Justice slay the unjust son of earth-born Echion.
Go, Bacchus, looking like a bull or snake with many heads,
Go like a lion wreathed in flames, go, Bacchus, with a smile,
Go and throw your noose around this little hunter’s neck,
Go, watch him fall beneath our deadly dancing maenad feet.
Enter MESSENGER.
MESSENGER
Oh, Kadmus’ house, you used to be the most prosperous in Greece. But now I sigh for you. Even
though I’m only a servant, my fate is tied up in yours.
CHORUS
Who are you? Do you have news from the Bacchae?
MESSENGER
Pentheus, Echion’s son, is dead.
CHORUS
Oh, Lord Bromius! You truly are a great god!
MESSENGER
What are you saying? Are you happy that King Pentheus is dead?
CHORUS
I am not Greek. I sing foreign songs. I’m no longer afraid of his chains.
MESSENGER
Do you consider Thebes so weak?
CHORUS
My strength comes from Dionysus, not from Thebes.
MESSENGER
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I suppose that’s understandable, but it’s still not good to celebrate a boy’s death.
CHORUS
Tell us, tell us, what kind of death that cruel boy died.
MESSENGER
We left Thebes and crossed the Asopus River, and Pentheus and I walked towards the bare rock
of Mount Kithairon - I was following Pentheus, and Pentheus was following the stranger, who
showed us both where to go. We found a grassy grove and, keeping our feet and voices quiet, sat
down to watch the maenads without being seen. They were sitting in a hollow, wet with brooks
and shaded with pines. They happily worked with their hands. Some were crowning their ragged
thyrsoi with new ivy, and others, like wild foals freed from a yoke, sang a Bacchic song to
themselves.
And poor Pentheus couldn’t see the women, and he said to the stranger, “I can’t see their
dance from where we are. But I’d have a better view of their shameful behavior if I were high
up, on a hill or in a tall pine.”
That’s when it happened. The stranger reached for a pine as tall as the sky and pulled it
down, down, down until it touched the dark earth. It was bent like the rim of a wheel, curved like
a bow. No mortal could have pulled that tree down, and yet the stranger did it. They let Pentheus
straddle the pine and let it slowly rise through their hands, making sure it didn’t buck Pentheus
off. Finally the pine stood straight with Pentheus on its back. From way up there, the maenads
saw him better than he saw them. Then we lost sight of the stranger. Suddenly a voice from the
sky, which I think must have been Dionysus, shouted out, “Ladies, I bring you the boy who
mocks you and me and our rites. Take your revenge.”
As they spoke they lit the air with divine fire. The whole sky and the grove and the
meadows and the wild animals were all silent. But the maenads didn’t understand what the voice
said, and they stood up and pricked their ears. Dionysus called out again. The daughters of
Kadmus - Agave and her sisters and all the Bacchae - understood their command this time, and
they shot forward, quick as doves, running towards Pentheus with hurried feet. They ran through
the meltwater in the meadow and across the broken rocks, maddened by the breath of the god.
When they saw the pine where King Pentheus sat, they first climbed a towering rock and
hurled stones and branches at him like javelins. Others threw their fennel wands at poor
Pentheus, but he was too high up for them to hit. All he could do was sit and watch. Finally they
tore down the branches of an oak and struck at the roots of the pine, using the branches as
crowbars to pry it up. This, too, was in vain, and eventually they grew weary. But Agave said,
“Come, maenads, stand in a circle around the tree and grab it with your hands. We have to catch
the beast riding the pine so he doesn’t tell the world our secrets.”
So a thousand hands touched the pine and tore it from the earth. And Pentheus wailed as
he fell down, down, down until he hit the dark earth. He knew what was coming.
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His mother got to him first. He tore the headband from his hair so Agave would realize
who he was and spare him, and he reached up and touched her cheek and said, “It’s me, Mom.
I’m your son, Pentheus. You had me with my father Echion. Have pity on me, Mom, and don’t
kill me for my mistakes.”
But Bacchus had her. Her head was rolling and she foamed at the mouth; she was out of
her mind completely, and he couldn’t persuade her. She took his left elbow in her hand, and she
planted her foot on the poor boy’s ribs, and she tore his arm off at the shoulder. It wasn’t an act
of mortal strength - her hands did it effortlessly. Ino did the same thing to his other arm - the way
his flesh tore - and Autonoe and all the other Bacchae held him down. The crowd of women
raised one shout, one war-cry, and Pentheus groaned out his last breath. One woman held his
arm. Another had his foot with the shoe still on. They tossed his torn ribs and flesh back and
forth between their bloody hands.
He’s dead. His body is still on the mountain, in pieces, parts of him scattered under the
rocks and in the bushes. It won’t be easy to find all of him. But his mother happened to pick up
his head, and she stuck it on the end of her thyrsus like a trophy and paraded it down Mount
Kithairon, leaving her sisters behind to keep dancing with the maenads. Agave is almost here.
She’s coming to this house, calling on Bacchus, her fellow hunter, her companion in the triumph
of the hunt. She’s proud of her victory, and she will pay for it in tears. I’m leaving before she
gets here. I think it’s best to be sensible and revere the gods, and we see what happens to mortals
who don’t.
Exit MESSENGER.
CHORUS
Dance for Bacchus! Cheer the death of Pentheus, born of the dragon’s teeth, who dressed as a
maenad and held the holy thyrsus and followed the bull-god straight to his death! Daughters of
Kadmus, this victory and this sorrow and these tears are all yours. It is a hardship, but a noble
one, to cover your hands in the blood of your child. But I see Pentheus’ mother Agave near the
house. Her eyes are unfocused. Welcome her into the revel of the god.
Enter AGAVE, carrying the head of PENTHEUS.
Enter DIONYSUS, behind.
AGAVE
Bacchae of Asia!
CHORUS
What do you have for us?
AGAVE
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I have prey from the mountain, freshly killed. I’m bringing it home.

CHORUS
I see it. We receive you as our fellow reveler.

AGAVE
I caught this lion cub without ropes.
CHORUS23
From where?
AGAVE
Kithaeron…
CHORUS
What? Kithaeron?
AGAVE
...killed him…
CHORUS
Who landed the first blow?
AGAVE
Me. They call me blessed Agave.
CHORUS
Who else?
AGAVE
Kadmus’...
CHORUS
Kadmus’ what?
AGAVE
...daughters. But I, I was first.
CHORUS
You were lucky in the hunt.
AGAVE
Then share my feast.
23

This formatting is non-standard for a modern script, but I wanted to clearly get across the fact that these
fragments of dialogue go together to form complete metrical lines in the Greek. We chose to play these lines as
Agave monologuing to herself with the chorus cutting in at intervals to make the whole thing sound smooth.
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CHORUS
What feast, poor thing?
AGAVE
This young downy-haired bull.
CHORUS
His hair looks like a beast’s.
AGAVE
Bacchus urged us on.
CHORUS
They rule the hunt.
AGAVE
Are you proud?
CHORUS
What? I… yes.
AGAVE
Soon Kadmus’ family…
CHORUS
And Pentheus, your son?
AGAVE
Will praise me for my catch.
CHORUS
Remarkable.
AGAVE
I did it remarkably well.
CHORUS
Are you proud?
AGAVE
I am happy for my great deeds.
CHORUS
Tell us, poor woman, about your hunt.
AGAVE
Residents of Thebes with its beautiful gates, come closer. Look at the beast that Kadmus’
daughters hunted down, not with Thessalian javelins or nets, but with our own pale hands. What
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reason is there now for weapon-makers to boast? We caught this beast and tore it apart with our
bare hands. Where is my aging father? I want him here with me. And where is my son Pentheus?
Let him climb a ladder up the side of the house and spear this lion’s head up there for all to see.
Enter KADMUS.24

KADMUS
Follow me and help me carry poor Pentheus. Follow me to the house. I am exhausted from my
searches, but I have his body. I found him torn to pieces in the glens of Kithairon, every piece of
him in a different part of the woods. I had already gotten back home from the mountain with
Teiresias when we heard about my daughter’s deeds. I went right back to the mountain and
picked up what’s left of the boy the maenads killed. I saw Actaeon’s mother Autonoe, and Ino
too, both of them still dancing madly in the thickets, poor girls. But someone told me Agave had
already left the mountain and was coming here. And it looks like they told me truly. I see Agave
here, looking ruined.
AGAVE
Dad! Tell everyone - you have, by far, the greatest daughters of any mortal. I mean all three of
us, but especially me. I left behind my weaving and moved on to bigger things. I hunt beasts with
my bare hands. You see the prize I caught, here in my arms. I brought it for you to hang up on
your house. Here, Dad, take it. Be proud of me. Call all your friends to dinner and tell them
about me. This great deed of mine has blessed you.
KADMUS
Oh, no, no, no. Don’t you see? Your great deed was murder. You sacrificed a noble boy for the
gods and now you invite me and all of Thebes to the feast. Oh, I mourn, first for you, next for
me. The god has brought justice to us. Far too much justice. Lord Bromius, our own family, has
destroyed our family.
AGAVE
You look so sad around the eyes, Dad. Oh, I wish my son were a good hunter, just like his
mother, and he could show off his skills to all the other boys in Thebes. But he doesn’t hunt. He
only fights against the god. You and I need to give him a talking-to so he won’t keep retreating

24

In addition to Dionysus’ gender, the other story I felt it was important to tell with this translation was the chorus’
loss of trust, or possibly even faith, in Dionysus. Despite their delight at Pentheus’ death, their sympathy for Agave
and Kadmus is obvious. In rehearsals, I had long talks with the chorus and the actors playing Agave and Kadmus
about the smallness and human-ness of this family tragedy: the following pages, in contrast to Dionysus’ theatrics,
are just a father and a daughter mourning their loss together. My goal was to spend the first 75% of the play making
Dionysus intensely likable and the last 25% making the audience realize they shouldn’t have been so easily taken in
by the god, and that last 25% is carried entirely by Kadmus and Agave.
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into foolish thoughts. Where is he? Can somebody call him and tell him to come here, so he can
see his mother’s good fortune?
KADMUS
Oh, if you learn what you have done, your suffering will never end. But if you always stay just as
you are now, you will not be happy, but you will not realize your misfortune.
AGAVE
What? What misfortune? What have I done?
KADMUS
Look up at the sky for a moment.

25

AGAVE
I’m looking at it. Why?
KADMUS
Does it look the same to you? Or has it changed?
AGAVE
It looks brighter than before. And clearer.
KADMUS
Do you still feel panic inside you?
AGAVE
I’m not sure what you’re saying. But I feel my mind changing. I’m becoming… sensible,
somehow.
KADMUS
So you can hear what I am saying and reply logically?
AGAVE
Yes, I can. But, Dad, I forget what we were talking about.
KADMUS
Who was your husband?
25

It is curious that looking at the sky helps to treat Agave’s madness and even more curious that Kadmus either
knows or guesses that this will be an effective remedy. Pentheus saw two suns under Dionysus’ influence, so
perhaps this is related. I left it up to my actors whether they wanted to play this as Kadmus knowing or guessing,
and they settled on an educated guess.
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AGAVE
Echion, the one they call earthborn.
KADMUS
And who was the child you had in his house?
AGAVE
Pentheus - my son and his father’s.
KADMUS
And whose head are you holding?
AGAVE
A lion. That’s what the hunters told me.
KADMUS
Look again.
AGAVE
Ah! What? What is this? What am I holding?26
KADMUS
Look closer and you will see.
AGAVE
I see nothing but pain. I am undone.
KADMUS
Does it still look like a lion to you?
AGAVE
No. It’s my son. My poor son. Pentheus.
KADMUS
I pitied him even before you recognized him.

26

Despite her horror, I was adamant that Agave not drop the head of her son but instead hold it closer once she
realizes what it is. I personally felt that it was sadder that way, and it also prevented the audience from hearing the
comically soft ‘thunk’ sound of a styrofoam head hitting, and likely bouncing off of, the ground.
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AGAVE
Who killed him? Why am I holding him?
KADMUS
This is a terrible truth, and it comes at a terrible time.
AGAVE
Tell me. I feel my heart jumping.
KADMUS
You killed him. You and your sisters.
AGAVE
Where did he die? At home? Or…
KADMUS
On the mountain, where Actaeon’s dogs ate him years ago.
AGAVE
Why was my poor boy on Mount Kithairon?
KADMUS
He went up to mock your Bacchic rituals.
AGAVE
But - why were we on the mountain?
KADMUS
You weren’t yourself. The whole city was driven mad by Bacchus.
AGAVE
Dionysus destroyed us. Now I understand.
KADMUS
They were insulted that you did not believe in their divinity.
AGAVE
Dad? Where is my son’s body?
KADMUS
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I managed to find all of it and bring it here.
AGAVE
Is he… in one piece?
KADMUS shakes his head.27
AGAVE
Why was Pentheus killed for my mistakes?
KADMUS
He did not worship the god. He learned that from you. This is why Dionysus bound us all
together in devastation - they destroyed me and my house through you and your son. Now all our
family’s sons are gone. This little one who you, poor thing, bore and killed - he revived our
house when it was on the brink of collapse. Oh, Pentheus, my grandson, you awed the whole
city. Nobody dared insult me when they saw your crown. They knew you would exact justice if
they did. But now I am dishonored. I’ll be thrown out of my house. I used to be the great
Kadmus, who sowed and reaped the noble harvest of the Theban people. Oh, my most beloved
grandson - you’re dead, but you’re still my grandson, and I still love you - you will never hug me
again, never touch my face with your hand and ask me, “Who wrongs you, insults you, or
troubles you, Grandpa? Tell me, tell me, and I will make sure they never do it again, Grandpa.”
But now you’re gone, and I am miserable, and so is your mother, and so is our whole family. If
anybody doubts the gods, let them see my grandson’s death and believe.
CHORUS
I ache for you, Kadmus. Your grandson’s punishment was worthy, but it punishes you, too.
AGAVE
Everything is different now, Dad.
DIONYSUS steps forward.28

DIONYSUS

27

Kadmus’ reply here is lost, but I still felt there should be some indication of his response in the text to preserve, to
some extent, the stichomythia format.
28
Once again, a lost section of the text here makes Dionysus’ insertion into the dialogue feel very abrupt. During
the rehearsal process, we decided to roll with the missing text rather than trying to explain it and have Dionysus
appear impatient to get the remainder of the play over with, thus explaining the suddenness of their insertion.
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Now you, Kadmus, and your wife, Harmonia, Ares’ mortal daughter, will both be transformed
into snakes. As Zeus’ oracle says, the two of you will drive a chariot pulled by bulls and lead a
foreign army against Greece. You and your innumerable soldiers will sack many cities. And
when your army eventually attacks the oracle of Apollo, those that make it back home will be
full of grief. But Ares is going to save you and Harmonia, and you’ll live out the rest of your
days in happiness. That’s all I have to say. If you had been wise from the start and known me as
Zeus’ child, you’d be happier now, with me as your friend. Too bad.
KADMUS
Dionysus, please, we know we have mistreated you.
DIONYSUS
Too little too late, old man. You didn’t worship me from the start.
KADMUS
We know this. But you have taken it too far.
DIONYSUS
For a god, insulted, there’s no such thing.
KADMUS
It is not fair for gods to lash out as mortals do.
DIONYSUS
Well, Zeus promised this future for you a long time ago.
AGAVE
Oh, Dad, no, I have to leave this place.
DIONYSUS
Yes, you do. Get going.
KADMUS
We have stumbled into something terrible, Agave, poor you, your poor sisters, poor me. I will
leave Greece as an elderly immigrant and come back as its enemy, with a mixed-up army of
foreign people. And my wife Harmonia, Ares’ daughter, turned into a snake - and I have to lead
her and that army’s spears against the altars and ceremonies of Greece. The trouble never ends. I
will never sail the river down to death. I will never be at peace.
AGAVE
What will I do without you in exile?
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KADMUS
Why do you cling to me, wrapping your arms around me like a tattered white swan?
AGAVE
I don’t know where to go if not home.
KADMUS
I don’t know either, daughter. I cannot help you.
AGAVE
Goodbye to my house, goodbye to my ancestors’ city. My bad luck makes me leave you as a
refugee.
KADMUS
Go to Aristaea, daughter. Go now.
AGAVE
I grieve for you, Dad.
KADMUS
I grieve for you. And I weep for your sisters.
AGAVE
I do too. Great Dionysus has completely destroyed your family.
DIONYSUS
(butting in)
I had to. Your family completely ruined my reputation in Thebes.
AGAVE
Goodbye, Dad.
KADMUS
Goodbye, Agave.
Exit KADMUS.
AGAVE
(to the Chorus)
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Show me the way, so my poor sisters and I can leave together. Wherever I’m going, I hope I
never have to see bloodstained Mount Kithairon again, and I hope it can never see me. Let other
Bacchae remember what happened here. Not me.
CHORUS
The gods take many forms - and they don’t always do what mortals expect - what we expected
didn’t happen - and the god wrote an unexpected ending. That’s the way it happened this time,
anyway.
29

Exit CHORUS, leading AGAVE.30
Exit DIONYSUS.
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Each portion of this dialogue offset by dashes is delivered by a different chorus member.
The actor playing Dionysus takes a bow before their exit, showing off for an audience that - hopefully - is no
longer on their side.
30

